II Circolo matematico di Palermo By Aldo Brigaglia and Guido Masotto. Bari (Edizioni Dedalo). 1982. 444 pp. Lire It. 10,000 by Israel, Giorgio
HI XORIA MATHEMATICA 12 (19851, 383-393 
REVIEWS 
Edited by JUDY V. GRABINER 
All books, monographs, journal articles, and other publications (including films and other 
multisensory materials) relating to the history of mathematics are abstracted in the Abstracts 
Department. The Reviews Department prints extended reviews of selected publications. 
Materials for reuiew should be sent to the editor of the Abstracts Department, Dr. Albert 
C. Lewis, McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario LBS 4M2, Cunuda. Publishers who wish 
to accelerate the process of abstracting and subsequent reviewing may send a copy directly 
to the editor of the Book Review Department: Professor Judy V. Grabiner, 424 West 7th 
Street, Claremont, CA 91711. Russian-language publications should be submitted to Profes- 
sor Esther R. Phillips, Herbert H. Lehman College, Bedford Park Blvd. West, Bronx, NY 
10468. 
Most reviews are solicited. However, colleagues wishing to review a book are invited to 
make known their wishes. Comments on books, articles, or reviews should be submitted to 
the Correspondence Department. We also welcome retrospective reviews of older books. 
Colleagues interested in writing such reviews should consult first with the editor to avoid 
duplication. 
II Circolo Matematico di Palermo. By Aldo Brigaglia and Guido Masotto. Bari 
(Edizioni Dedalo). 1982. 444 pp. Lire It. 10,000. 
Reviewed by Giorgio Israel 
Dipartimento di Matematicu. Universitci degli Studi di Roma “Lo Sapienza.” Piazzale A. Moro, 5, 
00185 Roma. Italy 
Many examples support the contention that when a major scientific school is 
fll)urishing, there is a concomitant development of critical and historical research. 
By contrast, when a scientific school or great scientific tradition is in decline, 
critikal and historical thought decline with it. One example is Italian mathematics 
ai the end of the last century, when scientific activity and research flourished, 
falllowed by a period of inexorable decline. The first signs made themselves felt in 
t]le 192Os, and gave rise to increasingly explicit forms of obstinate defense of 
ttadition, as well as self-defense, mainly under the influence of Francesco Severi, 
% hich was to continue until the end of the Second World War. Severi’s orthodoxy 
&fled any criticism, and Italian mathematicians, who previously had debated 
hotly the problems of their science, present and future, gradually withdrew into 
the technical ivory tower of their research. Following the Second World War, 
there was a reaction to this state of affairs which rallied around the “discovery” of 
the axiomatic method. More recently, as Italian mathematics has found a com- 
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plete, open relationship with international research, there are also signs of a 
revival of historical and critical studies. One major aspect of this research is 
analysis of the causes of the crisis that cut Italian mathematics off from the 
international mathematical community in which it had previously occupied such a 
prominent place, and of the ways in which this break occurred. 
Indicative of this new trend is the book by Brigaglia and Masotto, one of the 
first works dealing with what is virtually unexplored territory: the history of 
Italian mathematics from the Unification of Italy to the present day. This also 
helps to explain, however, at least in part, both the book’s virtues and some of its 
defects. 
The work deals with one rather restricted aspect of the history of ltalian mathe- 
matics (and science): the unique case of the Circolo Matematico di Palermo. After 
its founding, apparently from nowhere, it was almost exclusively sustained by one 
man-G. B. Guccia. At the turn of the century, it was one of the most famous 
scientific circles in the world, and it published one of the most distinguished 
scientific journals of the day. In their Introduction, Brigaglia and Masotto explain 
why the Circolo was such an oddity: “. . . if one looks at the works on the history 
of mathematics and the history of science, particularly over the past fifty years, 
one hardly ever finds any mention-if any-of the Circolo and of Guccia. . . . 
Judging solely on what has appeared in print, one would come to the conclusion 
that it (and Guccia) had never even existed. , . . But judging from the documents 
in its archives, one gets the exact opposite impression, or to put it differently, it 
comes as quite a shock, rather like discovering a buried city. They show that the 
Circolo was extremely important” (p. 9). 
The authors’ intention is to answer such questions as: I’. . . why all the silence, 
afterwards? How is it that, even in Palermo, no-one remembers all the work done 
by the Circolo and by Guccia? Did they really do anything worthwhile? What 
relations did they have with Palermo society, and with everything that was hap- 
pening at that time in Italy?” Their answers to these questions help to “make up 
for what we feel to be an injustice committed against Guccia and the Circolo.” At 
the same time, they also “contribute in some way to a better understanding of the 
history of European mathematics over the past hundred years” (p. 9). 
To do this, the authors have conducted a painstaking search of the archives of 
the Circolo Matematico di Palermo, and have drawn widely on all its material. But 
this is not a study of the history of the Circolo-an exhaustive study of the whole 
history of the Circolo (including a full analysis of all the material in its archives) 
has yet to be written. Instead, this book has another purpose and is intended to 
appeal to a potentially very wide public. It is written (and by no means secondar- 
ily) for scholars in general, for anyone interested in the Circolo Matematico di 
Palermo, either because of a general interest in the history of science or because 
of the light shed by studying the Circolo on major cultural issues of 20th-century 
Italian history. 
The authors have written this book with Italian readers specifically in mind. 
Italian scientific culture, having been for so long concerned with the philosophical 
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pri)blems of science, has only recently taken up the history of modern science. 
C+nsequently, the authors frequently digress, giving long background accounts to 
prijvide as complete a picture as possible of the European mathematical culture 
agdnst which they have set the activities of the Circolo. 
3ne can well understand why the authors have written for a wide audience, but 
this is also a handicap, making the book long and drawn out, with a great many 
di@essions. Sometimes topics are covered in chronological order, sometimes 
adzording to the subject matter. This obliges the authors to switch abruptly from 
one period or topic to another. The reader therefore has to work in order to isolate 
thi: history of the Circolo from an enormous amount of other information and 
isjues (all of which are highly pertinent and interesting), but which are dealt with 
otl the basis of differing criteria. The account is peppered with digressions sketch- 
inl; different aspects of the general background of European mathematical culture 
(which is then pieced together like a jigsaw puzzle). The digressions themselves 
vary in kind: some are based on previously unpublished material of great histori- 
cal interest, while others are textbook-type summaries for the sake of complete- 
ness (such as the rather elementary chapter on the French school of mathematics). 
All of this makes it very difficult to summarize the contents of the work; because 
OF the many different avenues the book explores, it is impossible to bring them all 
tqgether in a concise account. 
Perhaps it is best to concentrate here upon some of the most interesting histori- 
ographical topics with which the book deals. One of the authors’ intentions was to 
cHallenge the view that the Circolo, and the work of G. B. Guccia in particular, 
wI1s the last vestige of the 18th-century patronage system [I]. Quite rightly, the 
authors hold that “although there is some truth in this view, it is very misleading 
aa d makes it impossible to carry out an accurate appraisal of the ‘phenomenon’ of 
the Circolo Matematico, which was not a purely coincidental expression of Pa- 
lei-mo culture in one particular period” (p. 145). It is indeed difficult to accept the 
idea that during a period in which scientific research was undergoing great organi- 
zrjtional changes, moving away from the 19th-century approaches to the modern 
cqncept of groups of researchers clustering around distinguished men of science 
(as a transition toward the contemporary organization of research on a mass 
saale), the international mathematical community could ever have taken seriously 
a,iournal that was based on an 18th-century conception of research. The authors 
ase very convincing when they show how modern Guccia’s work actually was, for 
which they advance two reasons: its “entrepreneurial” approach (in organiza- 
tional, typographical terms, etc.); and Guccia’s keen awareness of the need to 
eqtablish relations with the international scientific community. These two as- 
p!:cts-and especially the latter-are handled very effectively in the book, and 
they form perhaps the most convincing section. There is only a very sketchy 
ap:count, however, of the reasons why the Circolo and Guccia were so successful 
(and we are referring here to the objective reasons, not the purely subjective 
reasons that have to do with Guccia’s personal abilities). The reader gleans frag- 
ments page after page, and is eventually given a rather more complete explanation 
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in the penultimate chapter. But even here, the description of entrepreneurial 
Palermo as the background against which the success of the Circolo is set is vague 
and inadequate, and even more vague are the reasons advanced to explain the 
“internal” causes of the Circolo’s decline (in the general context of the decline of 
that particular Sicilian culture). A second “exogenous” explanation which we 
find very unconvincing, has often been given and is based on arguments that are 
reminiscent of Southern Italian historiography. putting the “misfortunes” of 
Southern Italy down to the insensitivity and bad faith of the Northern Italian 
mentality. The authors certainly do not go that far. But they do stress the issue of 
the crisis of Italian mathematics without clearly defining the timing and the devel- 
opment process of the decline. Also, they ascribe the crisis to what they call the 
“academization” of cultural life and the formation of an argumentative, stifling 
clique of petiy academic “mandarins.” Guccia and the Circolo clashed with this 
“clique,” and lost the battle. Here again, nothing explicit is said about who was 
involved, or when and how this happened. There is no explanation of how and 
when Italian cultural and scientific life was “academized,” or who the “manda- 
rins” were. Although the authors say that the mandarins were those who Guccia 
called “the gurus of official science in Rome,” who “except in rare instances, 
were not the most distinguished personalities” (p. 193, they never actually iden- 
tify them. 
Moreover, the book considerably underestimates the cultural activities and the 
scientific policies of a number of outstanding men, such as Enriques, Castel- 
nuovo, Levi-Civita, and excessively underrates the work of Volterra. Volterra 
was the hub around whom revolved a major operation of cultural and scientific 
political work which had great institutional repercussions that cannot, as the 
authors maintain, be put down simply to “pure Utopianism” (p. 187). It is clear 
that many aspects of his operation failed: writing the history of these failures 
would involve writing the history of Italian science during the transition of Fas- 
cism. But it is a mistake to play down major initiatives such as the founding of the 
Societd Italiana per il Progress0 delle Scienze, to give too much weight to the 
rather hypochondriacal judgments of Guccia, or worse still, to underestimate the 
importance of Volterra’s attempt to make the Accademia dei Lincei (with Castel- 
nuovo and Levi-Civita’s support) into a leading scientific and cultural center, not 
the headquarters of a clique of academic mandarins. Dealing with the clash be- 
tween Guccia and the Regia Accademia over the organization of the International 
Mathematics Congress of 1908, the authors describe Guccia’s position as follows: 
“ ‘You see,’ Guccia seemed to reply to the Regia Accademia, ‘even if you turn out 
the Circolo, we are the only people who really count all over the world,’ ” (p. 
204). If one thinks of the breadth of Volterra’s and Castelnuovo’s international 
relations (apart from those of the other organizers of the Congress, members of 
the Lincei), one has to take this remark as spoken in jest, and yet the authors seem 
to take it seriously. 
It is also necessary to examine the way in which the book deals with the 
domestic scientific issues of the period in question. One immediately notices that 
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th8: authors have given too little attention to the questions of analysis and applied 
mathematics compared with their more detailed treatment of geometry, algebra, 
an1 logic (to which they have devoted two chapters). We do not feel that there can 
be a superficial explanation for this lack of balance. Guccia was a geometer and, at 
least in the beginning, he was a “purist.” The authors seem to have been carried 
away by their desire to reappraise the modernity of Guccia’s ideas to the extent of 
reappraising the importance of the “purist” approach in the modernization of 
Italian mathematics in the direction of axiomatic theory. And so, after recalling 
thiit Cremona’s plan was to “free geometry from the influence of analysis,” the 
authors point out that “the very fruitful starting-point of Cremona’s work had the 
enormous merit of leading to a study which carefully separated geometrical prop- 
erlies from analytical properties, placing it on the tracks of that great process 
which, in the ultimate analysis and even against the intentions of some of its 
advocates, was moving in the direction of the axiomatization process” (p. 37). 
Tll ey also add that “ ‘blaming’ the purism of mathematicians for the split between 
SCI ence and technology flies in the face of history” (p. 42). These are contentions 
thirt stem once again from the authors’ underrating of the point of view of the 
mathematico-physical school, and of Volterra in particular, who saw the role of 
mathematics in applications as far less of a “myth” (p. 180) than the authors 
claim, particularly in the light of more recent developments. 
It is true that in Italian mathematics there was a dispute between the “applica- 
tianists” who followed the French-inspired mathematico-physical school (with 
which Volterra and Levi-Civita were linked) and those who, like Enriques, con- 
sidered the “Laplacian” ideal and the ideas of Fourier to be the worst enemies of 
mi>dern science and who indicated the synthetic methods of geometry as the 
afipropriate model for the development of modern physics. But this controversy 
wl:nt much deeper than the authors maintain, because Enriques and Corrado 
Segre had worked out a hard-hitting, justified criticism of the excesses of the 
“l~urism” of Cremona and his followers, criticizing both its absurd and total 
halstility to analysis, and its inward-looking attitude to mathematics as a “pure” 
saience. It is true that no one can blame “purism” for the fact that science and 
ta:hnology went their separate ways in Italy (or rather, that they never met in the 
first place), but nevertheless “purism” was the most extreme ideological manifes- 
ta:ion of that separation which was rejected even by the mathematicians, who 
daveloped in the “purist” direction [2]. 
Saying that the “purist” avenue might have turned out to be the way of intro- 
djlcing axiomatic theory into Italy is merely a pious hope or an expression of 
regret. Axiomatics preached a view of mathematics as a “pure” science in the 
sense of its being a set of abstract schemata of possible realities, which was quite 
different from classical “purism.” It also introduced a standardization of mathe- 
matical tools that moved in the opposite direction from the original intuitionism of 
“1,urism.” There is nothing that better illustrates the distance that separated 
“1,urism” from axiomatic tendencies than their different conceptions of algebraic 
gqometry and the role of algebra. The attempt to rediscover “modernity” 
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(thwarted by someone who is never named, and for reasons that are never ex- 
plained) in certain branches of Italian synthetic geometry, coupled with the at- 
tempt to reappraise the role of Gaetano Scorza in developing algebraic studies in 
Italy, obliges the authors to rethink certain traditional judgments. In this manner, 
they “unhesitatingly” place the intuitionist Klein “among the forerunners of 
modern axiomatic theory” along with Hilbert and , . . Poincare. 
This book seems to be a useful attempt to stimulate debate over basic issues of 
the history of 20th-century mathematics. It is to be hoped that this research will be 
followed by attempts to separate analytically the branches, periods, problems, 
and methods of historiographical research in this wide-ranging and important 
period in the history of mathematics. 
NOTES 
1. This is the thesis of L. Lombard0 Radice and F. Bartolozzi, quoted on page 387 of the work under 
review. 
2. See the interesting work by F. Enriques, “La evolution de1 concept0 de la geometria y  de la 
escuela italiana durante 10s ultimos cincuenta anos,” Reuista matematica Hispano-Americana 2 
(1920), 1-17. 
Penser les mathbmatiques. Sbminaire de philosophie et mathimatiques de L’lbole 
Normale SupCrieure. Edited by J. Dieudonne, M. Loi, and R. Thorn. Paris 
(fiditions du Seuil). 1982. 273 pp. 
Reviewed by John L. Greenberg 
Centre de Recherches Alexandre Koyrk. 12. rue Colbert. 75.002 Paris, France 
The collection of articles under review is another in the series of high-level 
popular works on science, in the “Points: Sciences” series published by editions 
du Seuil. The majority of the articles deal with philosophical issues as these relate 
to contemporary problems in pure and applied mathematics. I confine myself to 
the contributions of historical interest. 
Maurice Caveing investigates the extent to which continuity appears as a basic, 
undefined datum in the works of Euclid and Aristotle. From textual analysis he 
concludes the opposite: both in mathematics and physics, continuity does not 
emerge as an intuitively simple idea, given by immediate experience, but as a 
product of ontological reflection and mathematical conceptualization instead (p. 
164). 
In an article on mathematics and physical reality in the 17th century, Francois 
de Gandt finds that, because of its kinematic flavor, the Newtonian fluxion was 
precisely the idea needed to advance the science of motion. Indeed, motion prob- 
lems played a primary role in the genesis of the fluxional calculus, via the intuitive 
